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Year of the Engineer and Scientist

The United States Air Force (USAF) is
authorized to employ 13,300 military

and civilian engineers and scientists.
However, the service is short about 2,700
positions, or about 20 percent, according
to Scott McLennan, Air Force Materiel
Command (AFMC) system integration
engineer. That is, if the USAF only had to
fill current vacancies.

Another problem is also looming, says
Gen. Lester Lyles, AFMC commander. A
decade of downsizing and hiring freezes
has made almost 70 percent of its civilian
workforce, including engineers and scien-
tists, eligible for retirement in the next
five to seven years. This particularly con-
cerns the AFMC because it employs the
lion’s share of Air Force engineers and
scientists.

James Papa, AFMC Engineering and
Technical Management director, reiter-
ates this concern: “If we do nothing,
we’re going to see the whole problem
aggravated by a continuing exodus of our
senior people, and no seed corn to bring
in behind them.”

Another hurdle that AFMC and Air
Force officials have to clear is competi-
tion for retaining engineers and scientists
due to their demand in the outside com-
mercial sector, says Papa. The nation as a
whole has experienced lower and lower
numbers of engineers coming out of col-
leges so engineers and scientists are
becoming very valuable commodities, he
says. “As a nation, we’re going to be con-
stantly fighting over a limited resource. In
the case of the Air Force, we’re going to
be in the middle of that battle for talent.”

If these trends are left unchecked,
says Lyles, it could pose a possible readi-
ness problem for AFMC and the Air
Force. Losing its homegrown scientific
and engineering capabilities could force
the world’s most prominent air power to
contract out some of those needs, he
warns.

“In AFMC, our mission is to provide
the tools for the warfighter,” says Lyles.
“If we’re not able to meet and understand
the needs of the warfighter with our own
organic capabilities, we’re not going to be

as well off as we need to be. If we have
to contract it out, I think we’re going to
lose. Whether it’s in terms of dollars or
the linkage to the warfighters and the rest
of the Air Force, I think we will definite-
ly lose.”

Papa agrees, saying, “We’re going to
be taking on more and more risk of our
development programs failing without
proper oversight from our own organic
workforce. We’re going to be increasing
the cost of doing business in some cases
by having to contract out some of our
engineering support. If we don’t maintain

our own organic capability to oversee the
people we’re asking to build our systems,
we lose the expertise to define what our
systems ought to be, and to make sure
they’re done properly. Then we’ll wind up
with systems that don’t meet cost or
schedule or have performance problems.

“It’s through the scientist and engi-
neer corps that we sustain what’s very
important – technological dominance on
the battlefield,” Papa says. “It goes
beyond just producing state-of-the-art
systems. We need to have a robust engi-
neer and scientist corps to be on the lead-
ing edge and stay ahead of our adver-
saries.”

Papa says that if the shortage goes
unchecked, it could pose a readiness issue
of sorts for America’s warfighters. “With
current vacancies and a large number of
retirements in the next half decade
potentially deteriorating the weapons
acquisition and oversight process, we’re
not at the point we’d like to be, and that
could ripple out to the field.”

The Solution
To help bring the situation to the fore-
front of the Air Force’s, the command
leaders’, and everyone else’s minds, and to
find solutions, Lyles declared 2002 as the
“Year of the Engineer and Scientist” –
more commonly know by the acronym
YES.

The hope is that this initiative will
remind everyone that engineers and scien-
tists take concepts and ideas borne in lab-
oratories and turn them into active and
working weapon systems, Papa says.
“Then they’ll sustain those systems on

through aging and retirement.” Part of
AFMC’s YES initiative is designed to
focus the Air Force’s attention at all levels
of the problem. Command officials are
aiming at the following three main engi-
neering and scientific recruiting areas:
workforce training and development,
workforce size and mix, and motivation,
according to Papa. “We’re currently work-
ing initiatives and legislation in all these
areas,” he says. “It’s just going to take
some time to get what we need in place,
and up and running.”

For people considering engineering
and scientific work for the Air Force, Papa
says there are a lot of opportunities avail-
able. People in these fields are involved in
leading edge activity and get increased
responsibility sooner in their careers, he
says. They also get involved in some very
exciting things and contribute to the coun-
try’s strength, well-being, and military
power.

“We’re never going to offer the kinds
of opportunities like stock options and
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Today, scientifically developed precision-guided weapons and unmanned aerial vehicles help fight terrorism around the globe.
However, Air Force leaders are battling a shortage of the very engineers and scientists who created this weaponry.

“In AFMC [Air Force Materiel Command], our
mission is to provide the tools for the warfighter. If
we’re not able to meet and understand the needs
of the warfighter with our own organic capabilities,

we’re not going to be as well off as we need to be.”
— Gen. Lester L . Lyles,AFMC commander



gigantic six-figure salaries that maybe
young people feel they can have in the
dot-com world and other higher risk busi-
nesses,” Papa says. “But there are a large
number of folks who find working for the
Air Force a rewarding career, and they are
the kind of folks we’re looking for.”

Workforce training and development
has a three-pronged approach to mapping
out the engineers’ and scientists’ career
path, says Papa. They look at what kinds
of experience engineers and scientists
should have in their career; what kind of
training they should have, and when they
should have it; along with what kind of
career paths and promotion potential they
should have.

“If there are any obstacles to engineers
and scientists advancing in those career
paths, we need to find ways to solve
those,” he says. The AFMC initiatives to
attack those obstacles include increased
educational opportunities and improve-
ments in career development for military
engineering officers, and making sure
there is consistency in what is expected of
them in terms of time spent getting edu-
cation for promotion, he says.

The motivation area deals with making
sure engineers and scientists are recog-
nized for their accomplishments and pro-
vided fair compensation, Papa says.
“We’ve looked at market comparisons and
what engineers in industry are receiving in
terms of starting salaries and middle
salaries, and there’s a gap there,” he says.
“We’re trying to work the funding process
with the air staff in building initiatives for
recruiting and retention bonuses and
salary adjustments that would make things
more in line with the market we are com-
peting in for engineers and scientists.”
Workforce size and mix involves having a
good handle on what the command and
Air Force requirements are for engineers
and scientists.

Conclusion
While the AFMC is eleven months into
the Year of the Engineer and Scientist,
Papa says it is still too early to tell what
impact the initiative has had on the prob-
lem. “It takes a while to understand
whether we’ve turned anything around.
But we’re anticipating that by next year
we’ll be able to have a way to look back
and see if anything has improved,” he
says.

To make sure enough emphasis is
placed on the problem and that solutions
are reached, Lyles says AFMC’s Year of
the Engineer and Scientist will continue
into 2003.◆
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